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The academic task assigned to students often dictates what the student will learn, and it plays a 
vital role of student’s motivation and engagement of learning (Turner & Paris, 1995). Thus, the 
creation and usage of authentic literacy tasks is critical for students’ learning (Parsons, Malloy, 
Parsons, & Burrowbridge, 2015). There are three types of motivation to consider: intrinsic 
motivation, extrinsic motivation, and autonomous motivation. The use of authenticity, student 
choice, collaboration, and challenge are all components within a task that can promote student 
engagement and motivation. Project-Based Learning (PBL) is another way to bring in 
authenticity. Project-based instruction allows students participate in assignments that are 
challenging, provide voice and choice, and produce a product that has a purpose beyond school 
(Parsons, Metzger, Askew, & Carswell, 2010). Several examples and lessons are given to 
provide insight on how to incorporate different components of authentic tasks.  
 Keywords: authentic tasks, Project-Based Learning, motivation and engagement 
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Importance of Authenticity 
 Academic tasks that students are given determine what the student will learn and play a 
vital role in dictating their motivation and engagement of learning (Turner & Paris, 1995). 
Therefore, creating and implementing authentic literacy tasks is crucial for students’ 
learning (Parsons, Malloy, Parsons, & Burrowbridge, 2015). Pearson, Raphael, Benson, and 
Madda (2007) stated the importance of authentic tasks:  
The argument underlying the promotion of authenticity is that too many school tasks are 
unauthentic, unrealistic, and, by implication, not useful for engaging in real-world 
literacy activities; that is, instead of teaching kids how to “do school,” we should be 
teaching them how to “do life”. (p. 36) 
 
There is no consistent agreement around terminology. The word authenticity has become a 
“buzzword” in education and can be connected to many other ideas already found in teaching 
(Quigley, 2014). Other terms such as, “real-world application”, “problem-based learning”, 
“relevant practices”, “open-inquiry”, and “project-based learning” can all be associated to the 
ideas of authentic learning (Schumacher & Reiner, 2013). The clarity and conceptualization of 
the term are still inconsistent. The research based around authenticity is dependent on how that 
study defines the word (Duke, Purcell-Gates, Hall, & Tower, 2006). For the purpose of this 
review, authentic tasks will be defined as, “those that replicate or reflect reading and writing 
activities that occur in the lives of people outside of a learning-to-read-and-write context and 
purpose” (Duke, Purcell-Gates, Hall, & Tower, 2006, p.3). 
Due to a variety of obstacles, teachers often struggle to create authentic tasks within their 
classrooms (Parsons, Malloy, Parsons, & Burrowbridge, 2015). Due to time constraint, teachers 
are trying to use every minute they have productively, but often fail to engage students (Parsons, 
Malloy, Parsons, & Burrowbridge, 2015). Also, teachers must be able to craft curriculum in a 
way that ensures students participate with interest and thoughtfulness (Parsons, Malloy, Parsons, 





& Burrowbridge, 2015). This dilemma is exacerbated when creating instruction that accounts for 
students’ differences of ability level, cultural background, and interests (Parsons, Malloy, 
Parsons, & Burrowbridge, 2015). One cause of this could be the lack of professional 
development provided for educators (Teale & Gambrell, 2007). Making sure teachers receive 
adequate and multiple opportunities of teacher development is crucial to the success of 
understanding, creating, and implementing authentic literacy tasks into the classroom (Teale & 
Gambrell, 2007).   
Theories of Motivation and Engagement  
Currently, there are several theories around student motivation and engagement that all 
come to a similar understanding: a student’s perception of their ability and the worth they deem 
an academic task determines that student’s motivation and task engagement (e.g. Duke, Purcell-
Gates, Hall, & Tower, 2006, Parsons & Ward, 2011). One theory, the expectancy-value theory 
(EVT), propounded by Eccles et al. (1983) and Wigfield (1994) stated that “motivation is 
strongly influenced by one’s expectation of success or failure at a task as well as the value or 
relative attractiveness the individual places on the task” (Gambrell, Hughes, Calvert, Malloy, & 
Igo, 2011, p.236). There are also theories of constructivism that put great value on classroom 
tasks, suggesting that students will learn what the task leads them to learn (Doyle, 1983). Finally, 
theories of situated learning contend that learning happens in certain conditions and these 
different situations can play a big part in a student’s learning as it is hard to transfer learning to 
new contexts (Duke, Purcell-Gates, Hall, & Tower, 2006). Building off the ideas within the 
situated learning theory, Duke, Purcell-Gates, Hall, & Tower find authenticity critical because 
students learn language best when the learning connects with the “real functional context” 
(2006). Therefore, implementing tasks that provide students with opportunities to use their 
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academic knowledge for authentic purposes and that allow students to be an active participant in 
constructing meanings and metacognitions were found to be successful in motivating students in 
literacy (Turner & Paris, 1995). 
Types of Motivation 
Understanding the different types of motivation can help educators promote student 
achievement. There are three types of motivation to consider: intrinsic motivation, extrinsic 
motivation, and autonomous motivation. “Intrinsic motivation refers to behavior motivated by its 
inherent satisfactions” (Erickson & Wharton McDonald, 2019, p.475). While intrinsic motivation 
is what educators strive for students to obtain, they also need to also consider the other types of 
motivation for high student achievement and well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2002). Helping students 
understand long and/or short-term goals with an extrinsic motivator (e.g., performing in a play, 
becoming a teacher) is also important (Ryan & Deci, 2002). Lastly, the combination of both 
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation is referred to as autonomous motivation. This type of 
motivation is what teachers should pay most attention to when planning instruction and academic 
tasks (Erickson & Wharton McDonald, 2019). Autonomous motivation presents desired school 
and psychological outcomes such as persistence and cognitive involvement within a task, and 
positive emotional experiences (Erickson & Wharton McDonald, 2019; Guay, Chanal, Ratelle, 
Marsh, Larose, & Boivin, 2010). 
Authentic Tasks 
The statistics on student’s motivation and engagement suggest that engagement in 
reading drops drastically as students continue their way through our educational system (Erikson 
& Wharton-McDonald, 2019). Authentic literacy tasks can help foster autonomous motivation in 
students which will increase their achievement in literacy (Erikson & Wharton-McDonald, 





2019).The curriculum a teacher utilizes does not impact a student’s motivation or engagement, 
but instead it is found to be affected by the types of task a teacher creates (Turner & Paris, 1995). 
The types of tasks a teacher can create are abundant, but research has found that authentic, open 
tasks brought about a higher success rate than closed tasks (Turney & Paris, 1995). Turner and 
Paris (1995) defined an open task: 
 In open tasks, students were in control of both the products they created and the  
processes they employed. There was no one correct answer, nor was there a specified 
procedure to use. Open tasks required students to set goals, select and organize 
information, choose strategies, and assess the final result. Closed tasks were those in 
which either the product (e.g., there is one correct answer), the process (e.g., sound out 
the word), or both were specified. (p.664) 
 
The successes of open tasks are due to the challenge, choice and control, and collaborate nature 
that students can access through these assignments (Turner & Paris, 1995).   
In the past, it was thought that the best method of learning was the teacher delivering 
information to the students, but recently new ideas have risen about the importance of social 
interaction within learning (Turner & Paris, 1995). In order to hold students accountable for their 
learning, tasks need to offer an opportunity for collaboration with their peers along with 
appropriate supports from the teacher (Parsons, Malloy, Parsons, & Burrowbridge, 2015). Not 
only do collaborative communities within the classroom provide academic benefits, but 
teamwork also plays a critical piece in student motivation (Turner & Paris, 1995). Students can 
gain an understanding, confidence, and regulation of learning through supportive context with 
their peers (Parsons, Malloy, Parsons, & Burrowbridge, 2015). 
Another important aspect of an open task is student choice (Erickson & Wharton 
McDonald, 2019). By incorporating choice, students are given different avenues to be successful 
and are provided with a feeling of autonomy (Erickson & Wharton McDonald, 2019). Students 
who gain a sense of autonomy are more likely to exert autonomous motivation (Erickson & 
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Wharton McDonald, 2019). They are also more likely to use deeper level strategies like 
summarizing or backtracking, instead of shortcuts like memorizing, copying, or guessing on the 
chosen tasks (Turner & Paris, 1995). Lastly, students with the highest levels of motivation and 
engagement were those who were participating in challenging tasks (Turner & Paris, 1995). Not 
only will challenging tasks engage students cognitively, but also behaviorally (Miller 2003).   
Environment  
Successes have been found with authentic tasks, but the greatest success with these tasks 
was found in a learner centered classroom (Daniels, Kalkman, & McCombs, 2001). To develop a 
learner centered classroom, there must be an understanding of each learner (a student’s heritage, 
experiences, backgrounds, talents, interests, needs) and the learning process (teaching practices 
that are the most effective in motivating and obtaining high achievement in all students) 
(McCombs & Whisler, 1997). The practices of the teacher influence the classroom environment, 
which in return can affect the teacher-child interaction. By incorporating researched based 
practices into the classroom that are proposed by psychologists and motivational researchers, 
teachers can implement opportunities for students to engage with tasks that are meaningful, 
challenging, and socially supportive (Daniels, Kalkman, & McCombs, 2001). 
Culturally Relevant Teaching 
Children come to school with a diverse range of home, community, and daily-life 
experiences. With this comes a wealth of diversified knowledge of the world around them, but it is 
often ignored and gone unnoticed within educational settings. (Clark &  Fleming, 2019). Based on 
previously mentioned theories of engagement and motivation, students who can see themselves 
within the curriculum and literature, will become personally invested and engaged with their 
learning. In contrast, those students with diverse backgrounds are unable to see themselves within 
the school’s curriculum, which creates barriers for meaningful connections and schema. One 





solution to this issue is engaging students with culturally relevant teachings (CRTs). Clark and 
Fleming define culturally relevant teachings as: 
“CRTs are theoretically and historically grounded in culturally responsive and relevant 
pedagogy and teaching (Ladson-Billings, 1992; 1995; Gay, 2000), multicultural education 
(e.g., Nieto, 1995; Banks, 1993), and multicultural literature (e.g., Yokota, 1993; Bishop, 
1990)” (2019). 
Studies have shown that there is a correlation between using CRT’s in elementary and middle 
school literacy programs and increased levels of engagement in EL and African American 
students (Clark & Fleming, 2019). Teachers that use CRT in their classroom will be 
incorporating a student’s home, school, and community life to bring meaningful interconnections 
between them (Bennett, Gunn, Gayle-Evans, Barrera IV, & Leung, 2018). From there, teachers 
will be able to consider how to bring in authentic conversations and experiences into the 
classroom. Creating Authentic Assignments 
When creating authentic tasks research studies have found that bringing in authenticity, 
choice, collaboration, and challenge are critical components (Erickson & Wharton-McDonald, 
2019; Parsons, Malloy, Parsons, & Burrowbridge, 2015; Turner & Paris, 1995). The following 
sections suggest ways to bring these different components into a project or assignment. 
 
Authenticity 
One of the first components in creating authentic tasks is to consider integrating literacy 
content in an authentic and meaningful way. Doing so may be challenging but start by 
considering events that are happening in school and then consider whether or not these events 
could allow for students to create a product with a greater purpose. For example, students might 
create an advertisement for an upcoming school event, a speech about an issue they wish to see 
fixed at school, an announcement for the principal to make during morning announcements, or a 
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brochure providing information about what’s happening in their school. Students may also look 
to their community, state, or country to examine the current events that are happening. Also, 
using students’ interests is another way to create an authentic purpose for learning. Lastly, 
contact outside sources to engage with the students and set a purpose for their project. The 
following list provides  examples where authenticity can be tied into a literacy task: Information 
on prevention and/or relief support from natural hazards, websites or commercials of how one 
can make a difference in the community, written proposals about what new books to add into the 
library, informational posters about healthy school lunches, brochures about the transition into 
middle school. 
Another way to bring in authenticity is by tying in different content areas, such as social 
studies and literacy. For example, an educator might integrate U.S. History into 
Biography/Informational Writing. By addressing issues that are happening around the 
community, country, and world, students will be able to use their literacy skills to go beyond the 
classroom. How a task is addressed can also show the value of literacy. Instead of referring to an 
assignment as a task that must completed—like a worksheet to practice a specific skill—bring 
authentic reasoning into the situation. For example, several literacy tasks could be incorporated 
into a project that plans a dinner party for 12 historical figures. Students would create a guest list 
with a brief description of who the guests are, draw and explain a seating chart, design a menu 
with the foods served for each course, and create conversation cards for each table.  
Finally, authenticity can be brought into a task by giving students a real audience to guide 
the creation of their end product.  There is a general agreement that giving the students an 
audience that exists outside of the classroom is a critical aspect of authenticity (Duke, Purcell-
Gates, Hall, & Tower, 2006).  Audiences can be established in many different ways.  A teacher 





may establish a task to be read by others outside the school setting, such as a brochure for 
visitors at the nature center (Duke, Purcell-Gates, Hall, & Tower, 2006).  A teacher might even 
ask personal and professional friends to come in and become readers of the students work.  
Another audience may stay within the school setting, but be outside of the classroom such as 
administration, other teachers, or even classmates. 
Choice 
A second component within authentic tasks is student choice.  Educators should identify 
places within the project that will allow students to take ownership of their learning by making 
choices for themselves. One way of incorporating choice is allowing students to demonstrate 
their knowledge through various means. Students can create hands on products such as a poster, 
brochure, written report, diorama, skit or play, poem, or a model. Students can also use 
technology to help them create a final project. Websites such as Google Docs, Google Slides, 
WeVideo, Powtoons, Prezi, and many more provide a plethora of options for students to best 
show their learning in a way that is successful for them.   
Another way to incorporate choice is giving students the option of a topic within a 
curriculum unit. For example, in a curriculum unit of opinion writing, students have the choice of 
what opinion they would like to voice. They should also be given a choice of resources and text 
used to gather information. Books, magazines, reference materials, and online resources can all 
be utilized. This will give students ownership of their learning and also provide a natural way to 
differentiate levels of text.   
Mini choices are also a way to still have general control of what students are doing, while 
also providing a sense of ownership in the decision-making for the students. Mini choices allow 
students to decide from a prescribed set of two or three options. An example of this being used in 
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literacy is allowing students to choose the order of tasks they need to complete, whether to work 
alone or with a peer, or what tool to use to complete these tasks.     
Collaboration 
Another part to bring into authentic tasks is student collaboration. Throughout the project, 
there should be ample time for students to discuss, inquire, and collaborate with each other. 
Placing students into pairs or small groups allows for conversations to take place in a safe 
setting. During this time, students can share their progress, struggles, and questions thus far. 
Through conversation, peers will be able to make suggestions, critique, or encourage their 
classmates. In order for these conversations to be successful, modeling and coaching must first 
take place.   
Groups can be made for all different purposes. One must consider the main goal for the 
groups in order to appropriately create them. Students could be grouped heterogeneously. This 
could be done by giving students a choice in creating their own group, using apps or websites 
such as Team Shake, Who’s Next, and Wheel Decide, or giving students a specific criterion for 
choosing groups (e.g. interests, similar research, common project being created). Students may 
also be placed in homogenous groups where the level of reading or writing are similar.   
Collaboration might also take place outside of the classroom. Consider collaboration 
between different classrooms, adults, or community leaders. This might be done by having pen 
pals, using programs such as Skype or Facetime, or bringing adults into the classroom. One unit 
of study that could easily incorporate outside collaboration would be with book clubs.  The 
teacher would have to coordinate with adult volunteers to have consistent discussions with a 
student(s). The student and adult would exchange their thoughts and wonderings about the book 





they are both reading. The student would then be able to collaborate with his/her peers and talk 
about what their adult partner wrote to them.     
Challenge 
Finally, educators should make sure that each task moderately challenges students. This 
will lead to student engagement, the discovery of new understandings, and the recreation of their 
previous understandings (Turner & Paris, 1995). To create challenging tasks, the task must lend 
itself to reflection and planning, while memorization and automaticity are skills that students 
should not be depending on (Turner & Paris, 1995). This way, students will be using resources 
and previous learned knowledge in order to create new understandings and “pull learning in a 
variety of ways” (Turner & Paris, 1995). One way to do this is to design a task with multiple 
entry points. By allowing students to enter the problem with what they know, they are able to 
count on previous knowledge to be checking their work along the way and adjusting if needed. 
Another way to make tasks challenging, is by incorporating real-life skills that go beyond the 
content standards. By adding in skills such as flexible thinking, problem solving, strategic use of 
technology, informing or persuading others (orally or in writing), students will be pushed to use 
their skills in a multifaceted way (Duke, Halvorsen, & Strachan, 2016). An example of a high-
challenge writing task would be paragraph level writing for several days. Collaboration can 
occur when students study together on a topic or provide feedback for one another on their 
academic task. Some examples of paragraph writing with a high challenge are writing an essay 
on a student’s choice of topic for a science unit, a character analysis for a class novel, and letters 
to the next year’s class explaining what they need to know in their new grade. 
Authentic Tasks Through Project Based Learning (PBL) 
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Another way that teachers can bring in authentic literacy tasks into their classrooms is by 
implementing project-based learning (PBL). Through project-based instruction, students 
participate in assignments that are challenging, provide voice and choice, and produce a product 
that has a purpose beyond school (Parsons, Metzger, Askew, & Carswell, 2010). PBL 
assignments allow for opportunity in actively constructing knowledge with text (Gambrell, 
Malloy, & Mazzoni, 2007), and empowering students to read and write for their own purpose 
(Parsons, Metzger, Askew, & Carswell, 2010). 
Project Ideas 
Below are project ideas that encompass authentic learning and application by 
incorporating literacy standards within other content areas. To access more project ideas visit 
www.pblworks.org.  
The Story Time Channel. This lesson, which was adapted from www.pblworks.org, has 
students create a readers-theater script for a fable, folktale, or fairytale that will be presented to a 
greater audience by video. This project lends to building their reading fluency and 
comprehension skills. Start by bringing a diverse selection of fables, folktales, and fairytales 
from a mixture of different cultures. Students will have a choice in the story they wish to read 
and complete the project on. Students working on the same story will work in collaborative 
groups engaging in close readings, creating storyboards, writing a Readers Theater style script, 
and planning and producing a dramatic reading as a video for a “Storytime Channel.” The “host” 
of the story will end the show by explaining the story’s central message, theme, or moral.  
Students will also participate in groups reading different stories in order to critique and provide 
feedback on each other’s work. By hosting a viewing party, the outside audience will be able to 





view the students’ video and will be able to have continued access to the videos through an 
online platform.   
Mysteries, solved!.  
This literacy project is also adapted from www.pblworks.org.  During this project, 
students will be working in collaborative groups based on selected novels. First, each student 
will choose a mystery story/novel to read and analyze within a literature circle group. Then, each 
group will hold discussions to establish a set list of criteria that they think a highly effective 
mystery contains based off of the novel they just read. Next, students will write their own 
mystery story that incorporates the set criteria established earlier by the group. Each group has a 
choice in how they wish to publish their final work. Some examples that students may choose 
from are written text, graphic novels, videos, or podcasts. Finally, a classroom event is held 
where students share their story to their peers and/or members of the community. This project is 
easily adaptable to fit other genres, such as adventure stories.   
The how-to-make-money book.  
This last project is adapted from the article, Project-based learning not just for the 
disciplines of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) anymore. The authors 
Duke, Halvorsen, and Strachan (2016) came up with a project that incorporates social studies and 
literacy standards. “Students are connected with a local organization serving youth, such as the 
Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) or Boys & Girls Club. Students write a book for 
this group on how to make money for personal or philanthropic use (Duke, 2015). The project 
begins with reading about real-life child entrepreneurs. Students then begin researching and 
analyzing the pros and cons of a range of possible businesses. In the process, they learn 
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important economic concepts, such as unmet economic wants, business plans, profit and loss, as 
well as reading skills such as understanding words that have multiple meanings.    
Each student chooses a business he or she would like to lead, such as making and selling 
bracelets or offering car washing services. Once students have developed strong knowledge of 
the business they have chosen to write about, they study common features and language of 
procedural or how-to texts. They imitate the features and language as they write about their 
chosen business, drafting both prose and graphics for their procedural texts while deepening their 
knowledge. They get feedback from peers, their teacher, and some members of the target 
audience and then revise and edit to create a product as effective as possible for students in the 
organization they hope to support. Once all students’ texts are compiled into a book, they are 
delivered to the partner organization for their use” (Duke, Halvorsen, & Strachan, 2016, p.17).   
Discussion 
 The academic task assigned to students often dictates what the student will learn, and it 
plays a vital role of student’s motivation and engagement of learning (Turner & Paris, 1995). 
Thus, the creation and usage of authentic literacy tasks is critical for students’ learning (Parsons, 
Malloy, Parsons, & Burrowbridge, 2015).   
 Teachers must first consider what motivates and engages a student to complete an 
academic task. There are three types of motivation that teachers need to consider: intrinsic 
motivation, extrinsic motivation, and autonomous motivation (Erikson & Wharton-McDonald, 
2019). When teachers provide students with challenging tasks and choice, they will use intrinsic 
motivation as they move through the task with scaffolding and appropriate feedback. The student 
will put a greater value on the task as it will have an attractiveness to them. Although educators 
strive for students to be intrinsically motivated in literacy, using an extrinsic motivator such as 





performing in a play or the completion of an end-product, can be beneficial (Erikson & Wharton-
McDonald, 2019).  
 Teachers that create authentic tasks, will be able to autonomously motivate their students.  
These tasks should incorporate student choice, academic challenge, collaboration, and 
authenticity. One way to create authentic tasks is by creating cross-curricular tasks combining 
literacy with math, social studies, and/or science. Another way to incorporate authenticity is 
using project-based learning. 
 Implementing authentic tasks or PBL requires scaffolding and an abundance of feedback 
(Daniels, Kalkman, & McCombs, 2001; English & Kitsantas, 2013). Teachers play a critical role 
in the success students have with these academic tasks.  Teachers will be able to guide students 
through needed skills and understandings by making sure the content core standards are at the 
front. Students will also play an important role in their learning. Students will be able to provide 
constructive criticism and feedback to their peers through collaborative groups. Also, students 
will need to monitor and adjust their own personal goals and learning along the way. 
 With bringing in authentic literacy tasks into the classroom, challenges are to be present 
along the way. Making sure teachers receive adequate and multiple opportunities for teacher 
development is crucial to the success of understanding, creating, and implementing authentic 
literacy tasks into the classroom (Teale & Gambrell, 2007). Therefore, I would recommend 
further studies to be carried out on the professional development of authentic tasks and PBL.  
Also, I would suggest a study that investigates the attitude and willingness to implement 
authentic literacy tasks into the classroom. The suggested audience would look at the 
administrative staff as well as teachers grouped into years of experience. The conclusions that 
would hopefully be gained are the targeted audience of whom needs the most professional 
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development, and an understanding of where there might be roadblocks in getting authentic tasks 
within the classrooms.   
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Many educators have a difficult time coming to a consensus on the effectiveness 
of various aspects within the field of education. However, there is one concept that most 
educators agree on: that reading is the foundation of learning (Al Rabeei et al., 2019). In 
order for students to understand and apply the information they read, they must have 
strong reading comprehension skills. A major factor in obtaining strong reading 
comprehension skills is dependent on student engagement with the text (Adomat, 2009). 
The challenge teachers’ often face is determining what type of instruction will improve 
students’ comprehension while encouraging student engagement. Academic achievement 
is only possible with high engagement. However, a student’s level of engagement is 
based on that student’s ability to comprehend. One cannot function without the other 
(McElhone, 2012). The relationship between engagement and reading comprehension is 
unbreakable. Reading comprehension is the point of reading and often determines a 
student’s academic achievement and future successes. Yet, many students struggle with 
comprehension. 
Drama-based instruction might be one approach to improve comprehension skills. 
Examples of drama-based instruction includes Readers’ Theater, role-playing, 
interrogating, and interviewing characters. Drama-based instruction is an imaginative 
experience that allows students to “enter” the story (Kelin, 2007). In drama-based 
instruction, students become the characters, they face unknown situations, and explore 
multiple perspectives and cultures. Participating in drama-based instruction allows 
students the opportunity to examine the text in a deeper level, experience the story using 
their whole body and voice, explore complex themes, and make correlations to their own 
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experiences with the characters. These opportunities may lead to an appreciation of the 
story with greater comprehension, greater student engagement, and a powerful experience 
(Kelin, 2007).  According to Brown (2017),”when children from three to eight years old 
have experience in drama-based instruction, they demonstrate greater academic 
achievement and higher standardized test scores” (p. 164). Once a child is able to “find” 
their way through a text and become part of the text, their attitude towards reading and 
learning literature often improves (Sanacore & Palumbo, 2010). This improvement may 
lead to the love of reading, the ability and confidence to discuss literature, and further 
students’ desire to read outside of school (Adomat, 2012; Mehta-Diston, 2018).  The 
comprehension skills gained through drama-based instruction can also inspire students to 
have a positive attitude towards learning and allow for a great sense of accomplishment 
with their learning (Batdi & Batdi, 2015). 
Students of all ages can experience the many benefits that comes with drama-
based instruction.  A component of the reading curriculum for students in primary grade 
classrooms is oral reading. This reading leads to improved fluency and comprehension. 
Many educators of secondary students no longer include oral based reading activities, 
believing that drama-based instruction is geared towards younger students; however, 
students in the middle school and high school level can benefit greatly from fluency 
practice. Drama-based instruction impacts students of all grades and reading levels 
(Goering & Baker, 2010). The type of drama instruction will look different in an early 
childhood classroom versus primary and secondary classrooms. However, drama-based 
instruction implemented in all grades can lead to greater reading and comprehension 




skills (Brown, 2017; Young & Ortlieb, 2018). Drama-based instruction has been found to 
be more effective instruction than traditional reading instruction for increasing students’ 
reading comprehension skills (Güngör, 2008).With increased comprehension skills and 
changed attitudes towards reading, teachers should consider including drama-based 
instruction within their classes.  
Drama-based instruction is a pedagogy that needs to be recognized, encouraged, 
and incorporated into the reading curriculum (Certo & Brinda, 2011).  In order to do so, 
teacher training of drama-based instruction will be necessary in order for teachers to gain 
knowledge, be effective in drama-based instruction, and to build their confidence 
(Toksun, 2019). Drama for Schools, is an example of a professional development 
program or teacher training whose focus is on drama-based instruction. DFS provides 
tools and strategies for k-12 teachers in all disciplines (Dawson & Cawthon, 2011). An 
example of a professional development book study is Drama-Based Pedagogy: 
Activating Learning across the Curriculum by Kathryn Dawson and Bridget Kiger Lee 
(2018). Some universities, including the University of Texas at Austin, Gallaudet 
University, New York University, and Arizona State University, in Tempe, offer process 
drama–related undergraduate, graduate, and postgraduate degrees for educators (Brown, 
2017). There is also a national association, the American Alliance for Theatre and 
Education and an International Drama in Education Association that focus on student 
achievement through the arts (Brown, 2017).Some consider reading instruction involving 
drama to be extravagant, a waste of classroom time, or as a “playtime” for the students 
and, therefore, it should not take the place of traditional teaching, but others have argued 
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that “arts education is not a frill” (Rose et al.,2000).  To gain the support from parents, 
administration, and school board members of drama-based instruction, all parties might 
be invited to observe how children learn and interact through process drama. Educators 
might also provide documentations of the National Core Arts Standards and specific 
content standards to specified parties. These documentations will identify how educators 
are supporting academic standards with process drama (Brown, 2017). Providing 
documentation and encouraging observation will hopefully gain the support of parents, 
administration, and the school board. 
Educators might believe that classroom drama is comparable to putting on a 
theatrical production and might avoid it because they fear it will involve time-consuming 
planning, use of props, and expensive scripts (McMaster, 1998). Unfortunately, this view 
can discourage educators from using an important teaching tool that can improve 
students’ reading comprehension skills. However, educators should explore the use of 
drama-based instruction and the benefits it may provide to their students. The methods 
teachers implement in the classroom greatly affect the attitudes and learning of their 
students (Author, 2008). Therefore, the purpose of this article is to identify the benefits of 
drama-based instruction and describe how to implement drama-based instruction.  
Review of Literature 
 Reading comprehension can be defined in a variety of ways. Traditionally, 
comprehension has been understood as knowledge of story elements (Adomat, 2012). 
Over time, the term “comprehension” has expanded in a broader manner and now 
includes how children can create and express meaning through many different ways of 




learning such as making predictions, interacting with text, using background knowledge, 
and interpreting the meaning (Güngör, 2008). 
Many of those same comprehension strategies are needed and used when 
participating in drama-based activities (Young et al., 2019). When a teacher implements 
drama-based instruction to teach a text, students have opportunities to make inferences, 
interact with the text and peers, and use background knowledge to help with meaning 
(Adomat, 2012). Young (2019) explains that when students participate in drama-based 
activities they are physically and mentally involved, which means that students are 
moving their bodies through the stories as they “become” the characters. This type of 
physical and mental activity allows for a deeper meaning of the story, thus improving 
reading comprehension. One of the great differences between drama-based instruction 
and traditional reading instruction is that the reader can become a character. The ability to 
become a character allows the students to experience the world within the story. The 
student is able to see different perspectives, obtain a deeper and more meaningful theme, 
as well as an understanding of themselves (Adomat, 2012). Drama-based instruction 
differs from traditional instruction, because it is a shared experience rather than one-sided 
participation. When an individual student listens or reads a story, that student creates a 
personal image in his mind. However, in drama, students can work together to build a 
group image and enter into the story with other students which allows for the opportunity 
to experience multiple perspectives and make personalize meanings of the text (Young, 
2012; Adomat, 2009). Drama-based instruction is also a shared experience between the 
students reading and the students or the audience listening to the reading. The reader 
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participates in the shared experience through fluent or expressive reading while the 
audience member uses his imagination to comprehend the meaning of the text. The entire 
process of Readers’ Theater is an interactive activity both readers and audience which is 
why Readers Theater can be such a valuable tool in literacy (Moran, 2006). 
In addition to improving reading comprehension through various learning 
strategies, drama-based instruction reinforces reading abilities that may also contribute to 
even greater comprehension (Goering & Baker, 2010). Drama-based instruction has been 
found to help with students’ reading fluency, decoding, and prosody (2010). Reading 
fluency is defined as a student’s ability to read at a specific speed (Uysal & Bilge, 2018). 
Decoding is the ability to accurately recognize words (Jones et al., 2016), and prosody is 
defined as the reader’s ability to bring “life” to the text with great feeling and emotion 
(Uysal & Bilge, 2018).  Students who struggle with one or more of those reading skills 
need to spend more time in a text (Jones et al., 2016). Drama-based instruction often 
requires a significant amount of time inside a text. It is not only an opportunity for 
students participate in the perspectives of the characters, but drama-based instruction is a 
time when students get to experience the text (Kelin, 2007). The time spent inside a text 
through dramatic activities can greatly improve the aforementioned skills thus improving 
comprehension (Kelin, 2007). Readers who have the ability to decode words or are 
automatic, who are fluent readers, who are readers that use appropriate inflection and 
expression, and have an increased use of language have developed higher level skills 
which may improve their comprehension (Goering & Baker, 2010). Decoding, fluency, 
prosody, and language acquisitions greatly improve through oral reading activities which 




improves reading comprehension. Drama-based instruction consists of oral reading 
activities. Therefore, participating in dramatic oral reading activities has been found to 
increase students’ comprehension (Goering & Baker, 2010).  
 Outcomes of Drama-Based Instruction 
Early-Childhood 
Young children in early childhood classrooms are often involved in spontaneous 
dramatic play (Adomat, 2012). These children are often pre-emergent readers that do not 
yet have the skills to read and analyze a text. However, because play and imagination is 
so great during this period, students are able to hear a story and become part of that story 
(Adomat, 2012). Teachers can build on children’s play to engage students in a deeper 
understanding of the text (Adomat, 2012). When the engagement includes either 
spontaneous drama-based activities, or teachers structure their instruction with drama, 
comprehension results have surpassed expectations (Brown, 2017). The earlier a student 
is exposed to drama contributes to a positive appreciation of reading and increased 
comprehension with literature (Brown, 2017). Sadly, many kindergarten and first grade 
classrooms do not offer play-based literacy opportunities which contribute to the 
foundation of early literacy skills. Due to high stakes testing and standards driven 
curriculum materials children in early elementary years spend a lot more time preparing 
for tests on reading, and they spend little time on imaginative play-based experiences. 
Young students who did not have the opportunity to engage in teacher-led imaginative 
play did not perform as well as their peers who were give this opportunity (Cavanaugh 
et.al, 2017). Research has shown that when adults engage in imaginative dramatic play 
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with young students, not only do the students gain early literacy skills, but may also 
contribute to students’ social and emotional well-being, and ethical decision making 
(Bruce et al., 2017). It has been found that drama-based instruction improves social 
relationships inside the classroom, a decrease in the amount of bullying within the school, 
and a stronger understanding of diverse populations (Joronen et al., 2012). Understanding 
the “inside world” of people from different walks of life is imperative in the lives of 
students today. When students have the opportunity to walk in the shoes of characters 
from different socio-economic factors, a race other than their own, or to see the impact of 
negativity and hate in specific situations and circumstances, students may than have the 
ability to be kinder, have a greater sense of compassion and have more empathy towards 
others (Clyde, 2003). The challenge that face many early childhood teachers is the 
demand for accountability, performance, achievement, and what is considered effective 
teaching and learning (Excell & Linington, 2011). These demands force teachers to teach 
towards the test and offer little time and encouragement for imaginative play and drama-
based activities. 
Elementary and Middle School 
 Imaginative play in the late elementary and middle school grades is often not as 
spontaneous as it is in the earlier years. Teachers need to find ways in which imagination 
can be incorporated into their reading lesson and engagement can occur. Teachers of 
elementary and middle school students often report the challenge of engaging students in 
a text (Adomat, 2009). Studies have found that struggling readers in elementary and 
middle school believe that reading is a decoding process rather than finding meaning in 




the reading (Adomat, 2009). Without the appreciation of the text and the ability to engage 
and find meaning, students’ will continue to struggle with comprehension (Adomat, 
2009). Using drama-based instruction in elementary and middle school classrooms can 
motivate, engage, and allow students to find a deeper meaning in a text (Rose & Androes, 
2000).  In addition to making-meaning skills, students who engage in drama-based 
instruction are able to imagine a variety of perspectives, which in turn will help students 
with ethical decision making and action (Edmiston, 2000). This type of decision making 
and action may greatly improve America’s race relations and all other divisions of 
peoples. In drama-based instruction students verbally act out the emotions, actions, and 
behaviors of other characters. This imagination allows students to see how others will act 
and feel thus helping with self –evaluation of behaviors and actions. This imagination as 
a young student may have a great impact on their future. The understanding, compassion, 
and appreciation of others can lead to the coming together of all people, rather than the 
separation of people based on race, gender, religion, and sexual identities.  
High School 
Drama-based instruction can look vastly different in a high school setting. 
However, drama-based instruction can still positively influence students’ reading 
comprehension and engagement (Goering & Baker, 2010). When students participate in 
reading within a theater type environment, it can contribute to the emotional and 
intellectual reactions to literature (Certo & Brinda, 2011). Drama-based instruction is a 
theater-type application, but its focus is on the response to literature not the production 
(Kabilan & F. Kamaruddin, 2010). The desirable outcome of drama-based instruction is 
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the improvement of a student’s ability to comprehend literature and not on the theatrical 
performance. Drama-based activities can help struggling readers to “feel” the story, 
because students report being able to experience the emotions of the characters, the 
students made personal connections to the text and characters while experiencing 
comparable emotions, and this experience inside the story changed students’ attitudes, 
improved their confidence, and led to a greater comprehension of the reading (Certo & 
Brinda, 2011).  
Drama-based instruction focuses on the reader’s ability to enter inside the literary 
text. This instruction is found to increase reading comprehension, enjoyment, 
engagement, and motivation (Adomat, 2012). Just as drama-based instruction allows 
younger students to imagine emotions and feelings other than their own – which in turn 
creates a self-evaluation of ethical actions, secondary students also benefit from drama 
instruction and their moral beliefs of right and wrong (Barone, 2006). It is common to use 
texts with relevant social issues for teens in process drama. Students are able to see 
themselves through the way their peers enact specific behaviors dealing in difficult 
circumstances. 
In addition to the social component of drama-based instruction, high school 
students’ fluency skills also improve. Some high school students dread the idea of 
reading aloud. The ability to skillfully read aloud is connected to students’ level of 
fluency. Usually, fluency is the focus of an elementary curriculum.  Many believe that 
elementary students are “learning to read” and once a student reaches high school, they 
are no longer learning to read, rather, they are “reading to learn” (Goering & Baker, 




2010). This is where drama based instruction can improve students’ comprehension, 
fluency, as well as their confidence in reading. Adding drama-based instruction, such as 
Readers’ Theater to the high school English curriculum, will help those students who 
struggle with fluency, but it is a group activity, so those students with reading challenges 
will not be singled out. 
Engaging very young students to secondary students in drama-based instruction 
may lead to a greater sense of identity, academic achievement, confidence in self and in 
their reading ability (Barone, 2006). The sweat, fear, and tears that many high school 
students feel when being forced to read aloud, may disappear with the use of drama-
based instruction. This increased ability and confidence may have a significant impact on 
students’ futures. 
Implementing Drama-Based Instruction 
Implementing drama-based instruction can help improve students’ reading 
comprehension and simultaneously increase student motivation. 
Readers’ Theater and Repeated Reading 
Readers’ Theater is a type of drama-based instruction, which is an oral 
performance of a reading. Readers’ Theater usually does not consist of props, sets, or 
costumes, but it is up to the individual teacher’s discretion of how the final 
“performance” will be staged (Kabilan & Kamaruddin, 2010). The focus of Readers’ 
Theater is the expression of one’s voice and the ability to “become” one of the characters. 
By becoming a character, students may gain greater appreciation of the characters thus 
leading to a deeper comprehension of the story. Readers’ Theater is a script which 
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consists of narration and dialogue.   Scripts should consist of thematic messages, 
important events, main characters, and maintain the plot of the original story. There are 
different ways to prepare for instruction based upon the students’ age and grade level. 
Teachers may select scripts or write scripts for students. Selecting a script can come from 
trade books, poetry, fiction, newspaper articles, or any type of text that can be generated 
into a performance. When selecting a script, the teacher is able to differentiate the scripts 
to match the reading level of the students (Young, 2014). Teachers that choose to write a 
script should look for picture books that are visually vivid. This will aide in creating the 
dialogue and narration. Many students struggle with the ability to visualize or get a 
mental movie of the story while reading. When a student can see the pictures with facial 
expressions and body language – they are able to connect and create a more meaningful 
dialogue based on their own experiences. Teachers also have the opportunity to select or 
write scripts that focus on a particular content or lesson (Haag, 2018). For example, 
scripts may revolve around a specific holiday, person, event, or inter-disciplinary content.  
Upper elementary and secondary students may have the ability of writing the 
script themselves. A primary elementary classroom tends to write a script that is much 
more literal whereas an upper elementary or secondary students write scripts that contain 
figurative language, humor, and more alterations (Haag, 2018). After reading an original 
text with the teacher (a text that needs additional student analysis), the students will be 
put into groups and will write the script. Again, this script often only consists of dialogue 
and narration. Reader’s Theater can consist of a large script with the whole class 
performing in one performance, or multiple scripts of the same story with fewer 




characters will also work within a classroom. Fun and authentic dialogue will encourage 
greater engagement with all students and determine the emotions and feelings the 
students are able to take away from the characters. A dialogue consisting of strong 
emotions allows students to personalize the story, make connections, and gain deeper 
comprehension. The timeline of Readers’ Theater is determined by the length of the 
script, the amount of in-class reading time, and the reading level of the scripts; however, 
most teachers devote one week to Readers’ Theater within their reading class. 
Teachers Role in Readers’ Theater 
  Teachers play a significant role in Readers’ Theater. Teachers can enact with 
Readers’ Theater in a variety of ways. However, a description of the common roles 
teachers’ play will be described. The first role of the teacher is to read the entire script 
aloud. As the teacher reads, the students will have a script in hand to follow along. The 
teacher’s reading should model expression, intonation, and correct pronunciation of 
unknown words. After reading the script, the teacher will assign roles (characters) to each 
of the students. The next step in Readers’ Theater, is repeated reading. Repeated reading 
is rereading the text to get a better understanding (Young et al., 2019). Students will 
repeat their roles in a variety of ways over several days. First, students should read the 
script quietly to themselves while noting words that they do not know or understand. 
Teachers should then observe students while paying close attention to pronunciation of 
words and help with definitions of new words. After students have spent time rereading 
their roles, students should be grouped with students who have the same roles or with 
students whose character is in the same scene as each other. This is dependent on the 
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number of scripts that are used within the classroom. During group readings, teachers 
will advise students to listen for expression and intonation while their peers are reading.  
Peer feedback is vital during this stage of Readers’ Theater. Peer feedback will 
help students understand how others arrived at their understanding of the plot, conflict, 
and characters, whereas, focusing more on their comprehension and the perspectives of 
others. Feedback from the teacher may not allow for the same opportunity of multiple 
perspectives. Students will note each other’s expression, fluency, and accuracy of their 
reading. This is also a time for students to discuss each other’s characters, including 
motivation, impact on plot, conflict, and characterization. This discussion will deepen 
their comprehension on the text, their individual characters, as well as all characters 
within the script.  
The next part of Readers’ Theater is the performance. Performance without the 
fear of memorization allows students to engage their whole body and their five senses as 
they become the character. Students do not need to worry about remembering lines or 
words because they hold the script in their hands, instead focusing on fluency, accuracy, 
and expression. Students are allowed to let go of their fears of speaking in front of the 
class. They are on “stage” which most of the time is the front of the classroom. With the 
support of their peers, encouragement from their teacher, and a greater sense of 
confidence due to the reading repetition, students who fear public speaking or reading 
aloud may come alive during a Readers’ Theater performance. Some struggling readers 
become inspired to continue to read because of their increased understanding and great 
sense of accomplishment they received after a performance. Students will often ask to 




“perform” again and again. Readers’ Theater can allow for students to be silly, to “ham it 
up,” and become empowered all while increasing their reading skills and improving their 
comprehension. Immediately following the performance, small group and large group 
discussions will take place. To further the understanding of the text, teachers may switch 
students’ roles and have them perform different characters after the first performance. 
This switch will allow for an even deeper comprehension due to the opportunity of 
experiencing different perspectives. Students gain confidence in their reading ability, 
which can lead to greater enjoyment and motivation to keep reading, when they 
participate in individual, partner, and group repeated activities. 
Drama Activities Embedded into Instruction 
There are a variety of drama activities that can be embedded into early childhood 
through  
high school instruction that will lead to a better understanding. 
Role-Playing 
Role-playing is a drama-based activity that can occur spontaneously with younger 
children, and it is an activity that can be structured into a teacher’s lesson after reading a 
text.  Small children enjoy make-believe play, and when a teacher reads aloud a story, 
many children will act out specific scenes and characters during free-play. Students 
become the characters – they think like them, they try to imitate the voices that they 
heard from the teacher, and they try to solve the problem or add new problems to the plot. 
Story reenactment is a way in which children can develop empathy of the characters and 
their situations, new insight into the characters, important aspects of the plot, themes, and 
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sequential order of the story (Coney & Kanel, 1997). This play is found to greatly 
improve a young child’s comprehension even before they are able to read.  
Teachers can use role-playing before, during, or after a reading of a text. This text 
can be fiction or non-fiction. Role-playing involves a student becoming a specific 
character and interacting with other characters. Before reading a text, teachers can give a 
little background knowledge about the story, characters, and conflict. Students are then 
able to “enter” into the character’s mind and make predictions of how they, as the 
character, will behave, how they will respond, or what will happen based on the 
background knowledge. During a reading of a text, the teacher will stop reading and 
place students into small groups and give students a specific character to role-play. The 
students will talk to each other about what is happening to their character within the story 
so far. The teacher will observe the small groups and ask questions that will further the 
students understanding of each character. Questions to be asked can include: Why did 
you behave that way? What made you feel that way? What event has happened that 
impacted you? What do you think you will do next?  
A lesson that can take place after reading the entire text, is one which students can 
be given different roles within the story. The teacher will place students in groups with 
other students that are role-playing various characters in the story. Teachers can use 
specific themes for students to discuss as their assigned character (Adomat, 2012). Role-
playing as characters within a text enables students to have empathy for the characters, 
experience strong feelings and emotions, and have a better understanding of 




characterization in the story. Another drama-based activity that delves deeper into the 
complexity of a character is hot-seating.  
Hot-seating  
As stated by Adomat (2009), “Hot-seating is a drama-based activity that helps 
students develop a more complex identity of characters within a text” (p. 631). Hot-
seating involves asking, interviewing, and interrogating a character within a text. Prior to 
this activity students need to know how to ask questions. The teacher’s role is to model 
how to ask appropriate questions that will lead to a deeper understanding. Many students 
will ask questions that may be based on the story, however, there may be students that 
will struggle with the conception of quality questions that will allow for greater 
comprehension. It is up to the teacher to model how to use questions constructively.  To 
start the modeling, the teacher will instruct the students to sit in a circle. The teacher will 
take on the role of the main character. The students will then ask questions to the 
character. The teacher will write the questions down and answer the questions if possible. 
After some questions have been asked, the teacher will write out the answers of the 
questions that the students asked on the white board or active board. A review of the 
questions and how they helped better understand the story will be discussed.  
After the teacher has modeled and discussed hot seating, the roles will now be 
reversed. One student will be chosen as the character and the students will ask questions 
as a large group, or students can be placed into small groups and they can take turns 
being characters and asking questions. The student that is in the hot-seat (playing the role 
of the character) must answer the questions as if he is the character. By doing this activity 
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students will have a greater understanding and a deeper comprehension of the complexity 
of the character. 
Discussion 
Incorporating drama-based instruction into a reading class has been found to 
greatly  
improve students’ levels of reading comprehension (Güngör, 2008). Reading is the 
foundation of learning, and using drama-based instruction within reading instruction can 
play a huge impact on the many skills needed to comprehend. Skills such as fluency, 
accuracy, decoding, prosody, and inferencing are learned during various drama-based 
activities. Along with academic growth, drama-based activities provide students with 
greater confidence, increased engagement, and motivation to read (Keehn et al., 2008)). 
This confidence, engagement, and motivation will carry through a student’s school career 
and beyond (Adomat, 2012; Mehta-Diston, 2018).  
Drama-based instruction will look different in classrooms depending on the age, 
grade level, and reading level of the students. Drama-based activities in the very young 
pre-emergent reading students can be spontaneous and occur without instruction. The 
earlier a child experiences dramatic activities with literature, the better prepared the child 
will be when real reading takes place, and the more apt the child is to discuss literature in 
a deeper meaning. Drama activities in primary grades and secondary grade levels will 
need more explicit directions, including modeling by the teacher. The teacher will model 
through passion, preparation, and the great desire to have their students improve 
comprehension and appreciate reading in and outside of school.  




Drama-based instruction can bring a great change in the classroom environment. 
Students often look forward to reading. Reading will no longer be an individual struggle 
to decode words. Drama-based activities are shared experiences, with focus on 
experiencing the story through the eyes of the characters. Students will interact with their 
peers, teachers, and an inside interaction with the text. All of these experiences will 
improve students’ comprehension levels. Drama-based instruction is well worth the time 
and investment. Drama-based instruction is not a waste of precious classroom time, 
rather, an additional way of reaching many more students. Drama-based instruction is an 
oral reading performance of literature. This instruction can include repeated reading, 
Readers’ Theater, role-playing, and hot-seat that will engage, motivate, and increase 
students reading comprehension. Educators of children of all grades and reading levels 
should implement the various dramatic activities in their classrooms. Students need to 
experience a text fully – mind and body. This full interaction of a text will increase 
student engagement, improve reading comprehension, and motivate students to be 
lifetime learners and readers.  
Teachers face many challenges when wanting to implement drama-based 
instruction. Although, studies have shown the improved level of reading comprehension 
along with social and emotional growth, many teachers, administration, and parents still 
struggle with the idea of “play” or “acting” within a classroom.  
Novice teachers may be more open to change within the classroom, however, 
teachers that have taught for more than five years may have a harder time adjusting to 
change. Professional development in arts integration is looked upon highly within many 
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teachers, however, in order for teachers to become fully immersed in arts integration, a 
one-time professional development course will not be sufficient for teachers that lack 
knowledge of drama-based instruction (Cawthon et al., 2011).  Another challenge of 
many teachers is the lack of support and resources from administration. High-stake 
testing is what is at the aforefront of many administration. Using standards based 
curriculum and teaching to the test may have a greater impact on administration as to 
what their teachers should be implementing within the classroom. 
 More research is needed in many areas of drama-based instruction. 
Additional research is needed on implementing drama-based instruction with special 
education students. Research on integrating drama-based instruction into all content areas 
and as a school wide initiative is an area that also needs further study. How to go about 
integrating drama into every classroom is buy-in that would need extreme support from 
administration, school board, and educators. The idea that drama-based instruction plays 
a role in the ethics of young children has been studied. However, more research is needed 
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